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Abstract This article reports findings from two studies of students’ perceptions of identity and national history in Northern Ireland. These findings indicate that students identify with a wide range of historical topics and that they consider school the most important influence on their understanding of national history. Findings further indicate, however, that students’ historical identifications narrow during Key Stage 3 and become increasingly focused on Protestant/Unionist or Catholic/Nationalist heritage. The article considers the implications of these findings for history education in the region.





This paper reports results from two studies that examined the relationship between history education at school and the ideas students develop about history outside school, particularly those relating to their sense of national identity. Clearly, history has a contemporary significance that extends far beyond school walls, as research by educators, historians, sociologists, and anthropologists over the past decade has shown (reviewed in Levstik & Barton, 2001). In Northern Ireland, academic studies are hardly needed to demonstrate that history has enduring relevance. Each of the two major cultural/political orientations has its own version of the past, and each invokes these historical narratives to justify contemporary attitudes and policy positions (McBride, 1997; Walker, 1996). For many in Northern Ireland, history forms an integral part of their sense of identity (Buckley & Kenney, 1995; Devine-Wright, 2001; Gallagher, 1989), and representations of history, particularly as depicted in visual symbols, are an inescapable feature of life there (Jarman, 1998). 

Given the importance of the past in Northern Ireland society, as well as the perception that what is learned outside school may contribute to community divisions, educators have devoted careful attention to constructing a curriculum that provides students with a more balanced understanding. At the primary level, this has meant avoiding stories of national history and focusing instead on learning about historic societies, in Ireland and elsewhere, as well as learning about the nature of historical evidence and interpretation. Students begin to study national history in Key Stage 3, and each of the three required years of study features a core module focusing on a period deemed essential for understanding Irish history, but placed within the wider context of Britain and Europe; topics include the Normans, conquest and colonization, the Act of Union, and partition. 

Just as in the rest of the United Kingdom, the study of history in Northern Ireland is not meant to be simply about the coverage of content. Seeking to build on foundations established at primary level, students are encouraged to take an enquiry approach, to understand events from the different perspectives of those at the time, to recognize differing interpretations, and to arrive at conclusions only after considering primary and secondary evidence. As the third year of the secondary school represents the last compulsory exposure to history, there is a tacit recognition by those who designed the curriculum that, by the completion of this stage, history—through its knowledge and skills—should contribute to greater understanding of cultural and political backgrounds amongst young people in Northern Ireland. After the compulsory study of national history during Key Stage 3, it is hoped students will have an alternative to the sectarian historical identifications that they are exposed to outside school.

There has been little empirical evidence, however, of how this curriculum affects students’ sense of identity. Psychological research on identity in Northern Ireland has focused on how people characterize themselves or others as members of groups, as well as how closely these characterizations correlate with other factors such as self-esteem or views on social and political issues, but this body of work has not addressed the role of history in conceptions of self or others (Cairns & Darby, 1998), much less the role of the school curriculum in developing such understanding. A separate tradition of research, largely historical and ethnographic in nature, has focused more specifically on the role of history in conceptions of identity (e.g., Buckley & Kenney, 1995; Jarman, 1998; McBride, 1997; Walker, 1996), but such studies have not included attention to the development of children’s ideas about history and identity, whether in school or out. 






The first study, conducted by Conway, focused on the following questions:

	What were students’ perceptions of the most and least influential factors in helping them to develop opinions about the history of their country?
	How do these perceptions differ by region (Northern Ireland and England), cohort (1996 and 2001), and school year (grades 7-9 and 10-13)? (For consistency, English grade designations are used in reporting the results of this study; English Year 7 is the equivalent of Year 8 in Northern Ireland.)

Findings from this study are based on a survey distributed to Protestant and Catholic secondary school students in Mid-Ulster and to state and independent secondary schools in Oxford in 1996 and 2001, as part of a larger research project to gain insight into secondary school students’ perceptions of history in the classroom. The current study concentrates exclusively on one aspect of students’ views, their perceptions of the factors that helped them develop opinions about the history of their country. Items on the survey relevant to this paper are those that asked students how much they liked history (on a Likert-type scale ranging from a low of 1 to a high of 5), and that asked them to evaluate the degree of eight different sources in helping them develop their opinions about the history of their country (ranging from 1, ‘unimportant’, to 5, ‘very influential’.) 

In 1996, ten schools in each region were contacted that fit the following criteria: in Oxford they were non-selective Middle and Upper schools in the state sector and selective and non-selective independent schools; in Mid-Ulster they were selective and nonselective, as well as Controlled (Protestant) and Maintained (Catholic) schools. (There were no integrated secondary schools in the area in 1996.) As far as possible, equal numbers of males and females and the full range of year groups were included. In both regions seven of the ten schools contacted agreed to participate. In January 2001 the same schools were asked to co-operate in circulating the same questionnaires to a similar range of students. Due to administrative changes, amalgamation of schools, and in one case a lack of response, only five schools in each region were involved in the research in 2001. 

Out of the 1737 students who returned the questionnaire, 59% were females and 41% were males; 58% were members of the 1996 cohort and 42% belonged to the 2001 cohort. In Northern Ireland, 60% were recruited from Catholic schools and 40% from Protestant schools, broadly reflecting the sectarian divide in the area. The inclusion of only 43% of students in English state schools and 57% from independent schools represents an imbalance, because c. 90% of young people attend state schools. Students ranged in age from 11 to 18.





The second study, conducted by McCully and Barton, focused on the following questions:
	How do young people in Northern Ireland conceptualize their identity in relation to national history?
	What impact does the Northern Ireland curriculum have on young people’s sense of identity?

This research consisted of a cross-sectional study of students who had completed (or were nearing completion) each of the first three years of the secondary history curriculum. Data collection relied on open-ended interviews with pairs of students and was loosely based on the repertory-grid technique developed by Kelly (1955). At the beginning of each interview, students were asked to work together to arrange a set of historical pictures into groups, to explain the reasons for their groupings, and to choose the pictures they considered to have the most to do with themselves or their identity and to explain why they chose them. The set of pictures included a wide range of people and events relevant to the history of Ireland and Britain. 

Participants constituted a cross-sectional population of 253 students, approximately equal numbers of whom had studied each of the first three years of the secondary history curriculum, and included students from Controlled (Protestant), Maintained (Catholic), and Integrated schools, as well as selective, nonselective, and comprehensive schools, and schools in areas that had experienced high levels of sectarian conflict or tension in recent years and those that had not. Slightly more than half the sample (54%) were boys.






On average, students reported a liking for history (mean = 3.65 on a scale of 1-5). Table 1 presents the mean scores for each group on each source of history knowledge. The extent to which students liked history was significantly correlated with the degree to which they reported several sources of history as being influential. After controlling for differences in the extent to which students liked history, mean differences between groups of students were calculated regarding the extent to which they found various sources of history influential. 

TABLE 1: Students’ perceptions of the influence of various sources of history (mean scores)

	Oxford	Mid-Ulster	










History Classes were perceived as being significantly more influential among Irish students (mean = 4.44) than among English students (mean = 4.15). This source was also perceived as being more influential among younger students of grades 7 to 9 (mean = 4.35) compared to older students of grades 10 to 13 (mean = 4.24). Furthermore, it was a more influential source for the 2001 cohort (mean = 4.35) than for the 1996 cohort of participants (mean = 4.24). There was a significant interaction effect between country and cohort suggesting that, in English schools, students in 2001 found History classes to be more influential than students in English schools in 1996. Furthermore, there was a significant interaction effect between school grade and cohort suggesting that younger students, in grades 7 to 9, in 2001, found history classes more influential than students in the same grades but in the later cohort of 2001.

The only significant difference regarding reading history books was recorded among Irish students (mean = 3.68) who saw them as being more influential than English students (mean = 3.36). No significant difference regarding the role of relatives was found.

Older students in grades 10 to 13 found television to be a more influential source (mean = 3.36) than younger students in grades 7 to 9 (mean = 3.19). There was also a significant interaction effect between cohort and student’s grade suggesting that among younger students, in 2001, television was more influential than it had been with the same age group in 1996. 

Students in Irish schools (mean = 2.88) were more likely to admit that their own experience was an influential source than students in English schools (mean = 2.70). Also the interaction effect between cohort and school grade was significant so that older students in grades 10 to 13 in 1996 argued that their personal experience was a more influential source than older students in the later cohort of 2001.

Regarding newspapers, there was a significant interaction effect between school grade and cohort. More specifically, students in grades 10 to 13 in 1996 said that newspapers were a more influential source compared to students of the same grades in the later cohort of 2001. In addition there was a significant three-way interaction effect between all three independent variables. Looking more closely at differences between mean scores, students in grades 10 to 13 in Irish schools in 1996, perceived newspapers to be a more influential factor in learning the history of their country than students in the same grades in Ireland in 2001.

Greater emphasis was placed on other school subjects by students in English schools (mean = 2.58) than by students in Irish schools (mean = 2.28). Moreover, younger students in grades 7 to 9 were more likely to report that other school subjects were an influential source (mean = 2.49) compared to older students in grades 10 to 13. A significant interaction effect between school grade and cohort showed that younger students in 2001 tended to perceive other school subjects as more influential factors in learning the history of one’s country compared to younger students in 1996. However, the reverse was true of older students. The 1996 cohort tended to find other school subjects as more influential compared to the 2001 cohort.





The most striking feature of students’ responses when asked, ‘Which of these pictures have the most to do with you, or who you are?’ was their diversity. Only two selections (‘the Troubles’ and ‘War’) were selected by more than 10% of students, while one other came close to that level (King William). This lack of consensus is clear even within the three types of schools: Only two categories (‘the Troubles’ and Bobby Sands or ‘hunger’) were selected by more than 10% of students at Maintained schools, three (‘the Troubles’, ‘war’, and ‘King William’) by more than 10% at Controlled schools, and three (‘the Troubles’, ‘war’, and ‘ancient pictures’) by more than 10% at Integrated schools. Meanwhile, ‘none’ was the fourth most popular response overall and was particularly common among students at Controlled schools. 

However, it is possible to identify a more limited number of themes that cut across this range of identification. Most of the pictures (or groupings) selected by students fell into five broad categories (Table 2). The most popular of these related to national history, religion, or culture (either Catholic/Nationalist or Protestant/Unionist). At Maintained schools, these included Bobby Sands and the more general category of ‘hunger’, as well as pictures related to St. Patrick, ‘religion’, Civil Rights, the Easter Rising, ‘Nationalism’ or ‘Republicanism’, and Daniel O’Connell. At Controlled schools, this category included King William, the Siege of Derry, the Somme and ‘UVF’, Carson and ‘Home Rule’, Cuchulainn, as well as ‘Ulster’ and ‘Protestants’, ‘religion’ and St. Patrick, and ‘Union Jack’. (At Integrated schools, it should be noted, some students responded in ways similar to their counterparts at Controlled schools, while others more closely resembled students at Maintained schools; there was no separate set of ‘national history’ responses at Integrated schools that transcended the Nationalist/Unionist divide.)

TABLE 2. Choice of identification and percentage of total responses, by type of school

Category of response	Controlled	Maintained	Integrated	Total
National history, religion, culture	22 (27%)	24 (37%)	6 (18%)	52 (29%)
Troubles in Northern Ireland	25 (30%)	17 (26%)	9 (26%)	51 (28%)
Wars	12 (15%)	5 (8%)	8 (24%)	25 (15%)
Ireland, N. Ireland, local heritage	8 (10%)	13 (20%)	7 (21%)	28 (9%)
None	8 (10%)	2 (3%)	2 (6%)	12 (7%)
Leaders	3 (4%)	4 (6%)	2 (6%)	9 (5%)
Miscellaneous	4 (5%)	0 (0%)	0 (0%)	4 (2%)
Total number of responses	82	65	34	181

A second group of responses, nearly as common as the first, included pictures and groupings that focused on conflict and division in Northern Ireland but did not relate to a single religious or political community; most of these were associated with groups of murals from both communities or with groupings students explicitly described as being about ‘the Troubles’. The third most common category was associated with ‘wars’ and consisted particularly of pictures related to the first or second world war. The fourth major category consisted of responses connected to Ireland, Northern Ireland, or local communities, but not explicitly related to a single community or to the religious/political conflict. These included the Titanic, the Famine (when not linked to Catholic history or Bobby Sands), ‘ancient’ pictures, Carrickfergus Castle, ‘Northern Ireland’, and the Native Irish. And 5% of students, distributed evenly among the three types of schools, identified with ‘leaders’ (usually including King William, Queen Elizabeth I, and Nelson Mandela), while a small portion of students chose pictures or groupings (such as ‘buildings’) that did not fit into any of these categories. 

When asked to explain their choices, students’ responses closely mirrored these categories (Table 3). At both Maintained and Controlled schools students most often justified their choices by explaining how the pictures related to their national or religious communities. One boy at a Maintained school, for example, grouped several pictures into a category he described as ‘Republican’ and explained, ‘I come from a Republican background…I’m interested in Irish history.’ Similarly, students who choose the Easter Rising explained, ‘They tried to fight for a united Ireland,’ and ‘I was born in Ireland and this happened in Ireland.’ At Controlled schools, one student chose a set of murals that he referred to as ‘the Protestant ones’ and explained, ‘That’s our religion, that’s our background, our families’ background.’ Another referred to a grouping as ‘the Ulster ones’ and explained that he identified with them ‘because if it became a United Ireland, then Ulster…nobody would listen to what they said and what their views were and all.’

TABLE 3. Explanation of identification and percentage of total responses, by type of school

Category of Response	Maintained	Controlled	Integrated	Total
National/ religious community	22 (29%)	22 (22%)	9 (26%)	53 (25%)
Related to the Troubles	12 (16%)	20 (20%)	8 (23%)	40 (19%)
Miscellaneous	15 (20%)	14 (14%)	2 (6%)	31 (15%)
Had an effect on the present	5 (7%)	9 (9%)	9 (26%)	23 (11%)
Physical proximity	9 (12%)	4 (4%)	3 (9%)	16 (8%)
Family connections or ancestors	6 (8%)	6 (6%)	2 (6%)	14 (7%)
No strong identification	3 (4%)	10 (10%)	2 (6%)	15 (7%)
Rights, freedom, social justice	3 (4%)	13 (13%)	0 (0%)	16 (8%)
Total number of responses	75	98	35	208

The second most popular set of response were related to the Troubles and appeared more as commentary on life in Northern Ireland than as a statement of particular loyalties. One girl at an Integrated school, for example, identified with a group of pictures she had categorized as ‘the Troubles’ and explained, ‘That’s the biggest thing in our lives, and you can’t go anywhere without being reminded of that.’ In the third most common explanation, students justified their choices on the extent to which an event in the past had affected life in the present. One boy at an integrated school, for example, noted that ‘the war changed everything,’ while another suggested that if Britain had lost the second world war ‘we might have been like in a German school or something.’ 

Three other explanations were given by at least ten students each. First, some explained their choices on the basis of physical proximity. Several students who identified with the Mountsandel archaeological site, for example, noted that it was close to where they lived. Second, several students explained that they identified with the pictures they chose because of the involvement of family members or ancestors in the events depicted, particularly those involving the world wars. Finally, several students at Controlled schools explained their identification in terms of the importance of rights or social justice, even when not specifically linked to their own religious/political community. The remainder of students’ responses fall into two other categories: that in which students expressed no strong identification, and a large set of ‘miscellaneous’ responses, including identification with pictures because they had studied about them at school, because they had a personal interest in them, because they involved famous people or leaders, or because they represented death or suffering.

Students’ responses demonstrate important differences across grade level. Most notably, the portion of responses related to Protestant/Unionist or Catholic/Nationalist history, religion, and culture increased dramatically from the first to third years. Less than a quarter of responses fell into this category among either first or second year students, but nearly half did so in the third year (Table 4). 

TABLE 4. Choice of identification and percentage of total responses, by year

Category of response	First year	Second year	Third year
National history, religion, culture	13 (23%)	13 (20%)	27 (47%)
Troubles in Northern Ireland	11 (19%)	26 (39%)	13 (22%)
Ireland, N. Ireland, local heritage 	13 (23%)	9 (14%)	6 (10%)
Wars	8 (14%)	11 (17%)	6 (10%)
None	7 (12%)	1 (2%)	4 (7%)
Leaders	4 (7%)	4 (6%)	1 (2%)
Miscellaneous	1 (2%)	2 (3%)	1 (2%)
Total number of responses	57	66	58

Students’ explanations for their choices reveal a similar pattern: Among first and second year students, little more than a fifth of explanations were phrased in terms of the importance of national or religious communities, but in the final year more than a third of their explanations related to such issues (Table 5). This is accompanied by a clear decrease in the frequency with which students explained their choices in terms of physical proximity, family connections, and miscellaneous factors. 

TABLE 5. Explanation of identification and percentage of total responses, by year

Category of response	1st Year	2nd Year	3rd Year
National/ religious community	14 (21%)	15 (21%)	24 (35%)
Related to the Troubles	8 (12%)	19 (27%)	12 (17%)
Miscellaneous	16 (24%)	9 (13%)	8 (12%)
Had an effect on the present	7 (10%)	8 (11%)	8 (12%)
Physical proximity	6 (9%)	7 (10%)	3 (4%)
Family connections or ancestors	6 (9%)	5 (7%)	3 (4%)
No strong identification	8 (12%)	1 (1%)	6 (9%)





When taken together, these findings contribute to our understanding of how children in Northern Ireland make connections between history and their own identities. They suggest, first of all, that secondary students there do not identify primarily with the simplified set of historical themes that are often seen as typical of adult historical representations (such as those found on banners, murals, and the like.) When given the chance to identify and categorize their own identifications with history, they responded by selecting a wide range of people, events, and themes. 

The most common basis for students’ identification with history related to Protestant/Unionist or Catholic/Nationalist heritage, and this is hardly surprising, because such issues are a constant feature of public discourse in the region and play an important role in the division between the two communities. But students’ responses contradict any simplistic generalizations about their historical identifications. Although items related to their national, religious, and cultural backgrounds were the most common sources of historical identification for students, less than a third of students’ responses involved such choices, and only a quarter of their explanations were phrased in these terms. In other words, some 80% of the responses students gave involved identification with events other than those related to Protestant/Unionist or Catholic/Nationalist history. Most notably, nearly as many responses suggested a general identification with Northern Ireland’s Troubles: At all three types of schools, a large portion of students chose pictures that suggested identification with the community conflict that surrounds them rather than (or in addition to) any of the specific parties to that conflict. And nearly half of students’ choices had nothing to do with the conflict but related instead to the world wars, local heritage, leaders, or other historical items; their explanations, meanwhile, indicated the importance of physical proximity, family connections and ancestors, a concern with rights and justice (beyond their own community), the effect of the past on the present, and a range of other factors. It seems clear that national  political and religious issues do not dominate the way they conceptualize their connection to history but are simply one source of identification among many. 

Moreover, students in Northern Ireland explicitly look to school to provide them with an understanding of national history. They rank their history classes as far more influential than any other source of information about national history. They also rank the second most influential source—history books (which they presumably read in school, at least in part)—as far more important than any of the others. And indeed, their evaluation of the influence of these sources is significantly higher than that of their counterparts in England. Meanwhile, students in Northern Ireland rank friends as the least important influence on their knowledge of national history, and yet it is from these peers that sectarian perspectives might be assumed to derive. Of course, relatives might also be an important sources of sectarian history, but while students consider that source the third most important influence, they rank it well below history classes and history books.

These findings, then, present an encouraging picture of the potential for history education in Northern Ireland to address one component of the social and political turmoil there—the use of sectarian history to form conflicting national identies. Secondary students’ linkages of history and their own identity are not dominated by Unionist or Nationalist themes, and they see schools as the most important influence on their understanding of national history. But do schools make the most of this opportunity? Here, the evidence is somewhat murkier, and not nearly as encouraging. 

While Catholic/Nationalist and Protestant/Unionist perspectives do not dominate the historical identifications of students as a whole, they increasingly move toward such dominance over the course of the three years during which students study national history. After just one year of study, students have a wide range of historical identifications (including archeological sites, the Titanic, the world wars, and castles and other old buildings) and they explain these identifications in a variety of ways—noting personal knowledge and interest, physical proximity, and school study. After the third year of study, though, their choices and explanations have narrowed considerably, and they are much more likely to focus on pictures related to their own national, religious, and cultural backgrounds. It seems, then, that Key Stage 3—the time when the study of national history is compulsory—is precisely the period during which many students are developing a sense of identity grounded in national history. 

What impact does the school curriculum have on  this development? In brief, we do not yet know. The most generous interpretation is that school history stems the tide of such perspectives; without it, one might argue, the portion of students identifying with Catholic/Nationalist or Protestant/Unionist histories might be closer to 100% than to 50%. A more pessimistic interpretation, on the other hand, is that by focusing on the contentious events of the national past, the school curriculum actually feeds into students’ community identifications by providing the raw material for the construction of sectarian perspectives, without supplying any clear alternative to these. We suspect the truth lies somewhere in the middle: Forces outside school encourage sectarian identifications, and in some cases the school curriculum moderates this tendency, while other times students view their history lessons (particularly in the third year) in a selective way, despite the intentions of teachers and curriculum designers. In any event, the question remains whether schools are doing enough to counter what students learn elsewhere. As this research shows, students in Northern Ireland consider their history classes an important influence on their understanding, and the years of Key Stage 3 are a critical time in the development of their linkage of history with identity. Educators in the region must seriously consider the issue of how best to capitalize on this opportunity.
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